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Abstract
The Singaporean playwright, Kuo Pao Kun, was one of the many political activists detained under the
Internal Security Act during one of the government's massive communist purges in 1976. He was
detained for four and a half years. In light of his continuing participation in Singaporean theatre, Kuo has,
understandably, been careful to refer to this period as a 'very deep education process'. Kuo describes the
experience in terms of artistic and philosophical shifts rather than drawing attention to the political
impact of imprisonment. My aim in this essay is to argue that imprisonment had a more profound effect
on Kuo than he has been prepared to discuss publicly, that is, that imprisonment heightened his
awareness of the strategies of regulation and surveillance that have been naturalised in mainstream
Singaporean society. My main thesis is that this awareness has led to a radical shift in Kuo's
understanding of the function of power — not as an externally imposed force but something which is
manufactured willingly through technologies of subjectification.
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Competing Subjectivities in
The Cojfin Is Too Big For The Hole
The Singaporean playwright, Kuo Pao Kun, was one of the many political
activists detained under the Internal Security Act during one of the
government's massive communist purges in 1976. He was detained for four and
a half years. In light of his continuing participation in Singaporean theatre, Kuo
has, understandably, been careful to refer to this period as a 'very deep
education process'. Kuo describes the experience in terms of artistic and
philosophical shifts rather than drawing attention to the political impact of
imprisonment. My aim in this essay is to argue that imprisonment had a more
profound effect on Kuo than he has been prepared to discuss publicly, that is,
that imprisonment heightened his awareness of the strategies of regulation and
surveillance that have been naturalised in mainstream Singaporean society. My
main thesis is that this awareness has led to a radical shift in Kuo's
understanding of the function of power — not as an externally imposed force
but something which is manufactured willingly through technologies of
subjectification.
Kuo's play. The Cojfin is Too Big for the Hole (1990),^ is a monologue
performed by an unnamed narrator who will be referred to here as the grandson.
As head of the family, the grandson is responsible for the funeral rites of his
grandfather. At the cemetery with hundreds of people in attendance, he finds
that his grandfather's traditional and very grand coffin is too big for the burial
hole allocated. The undertaker refuses to extend the standard size plot because it
is contrary to state regulation. The grandson drags the manager to 'the
department' to confront 'the officer-in-charge' who spouts the same principle of
'no exception to the rule'. The grandson manages to hold his ground and even
threatens to have his family spend the night in protest at the cemetery. He is
surprised by his own defiance in challenging the authorities. The ruse pays off
and he manages to secure a larger plot under the strict proviso that such
exceptions will not be tolerated again. The monologue finishes with the
grandson resigned to the fact that he will never have a coffin like his
grandfather's. His fate is to be pragmatic and to conform to regulation.
The play is usually interpreted as advocating individualism against a
bureaucracy that insists upon rigid conformity and compliance. The individual is
seen to be struggling against the disciplinary methods of the centre and, in the
course of testing its limits, is empowered by the struggle. As Krishen Jit in his
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introduction to the play notes, the grandson is initially quite blasé about the
uniqueness of his grandfather's coffin '[but] as he confronts obstacles to the
burial put up by red-tape and a mechanistic bureaucracy, he learns to respect
tradition, and his newly-gained attitude leads him to a poignant recognition of
his humanity' (p. 21).
Such a reading tends to obscure the more complex and political dimensions
of the text. The pitching of the individual against a monolithic system results, in
this instance, in the uninterrogated elevation of the liberal humanist subject. The
individual is understood in the conventional sense of liberalism which posits the
Self as the source of change and action. It assumes a polemic which sets the Self
against an Other and/or 'the system', and promotes the idea that individuals who
reach a certain level of consciousness will somehow know the 'truth' and will
therefore be able to act upon it.
According to this reading, the grandson's struggle to procure an alternative
final resting place for his grandfather is an allegorical struggle which enables
him to resist the subject positions designated for him by the political system.
The grandfather's 'abnormal' grave represents the grandson's ability to
negotiate and occupy an oppositional status. While this room to manoeuvre is
certainly the most politicised aspect of the play, such a reading can also be
limiting. Subversions of this kind are merely transitory — they cannot address
structural operations of power within the system. As the officer in the play
makes clear, such anomalies will only be tolerated once. Although a liberal
humanist reading such as this celebrates the triumph of resistance, ultimately,
the subversion consolidates the hegemony of the dominant order and the
position of the grateful subject within it.
Jit's introduction suggests that Kuo's detention period was instrumental in
his changing perception of tradition and culture. In particular, Jit contends The
Coffin is Too Big for the Hole represents Kuo's changing 'personal and
psychological stance ... towards Chinese tradition'. The play is described as the
'journey of the narrator from indifference to respect [for] his roots' (p. 21). This
focus on the rediscovery of tradition clearly takes its cue from a larger
postcolonial discourse which the government has appropriated for its nationbuilding agenda. Seen in this light, the 'innocent' reading of the play as a
journey of rediscovering tradition foregrounds not only the significance of this
trope in the general process of decolonisation, but also, and more importandy,
the specific ways in which the producers of culture (playwrights and critics
alike) unconsciously reproduce and consolidate the political status quo by
subscribing to this myth of authenticity.
Close analysis of the play reveals that it does not engage with the notion of
tradition in any critical or in-depth manner. Rather, the immutability of tradition
is presented as a foregone conclusion — it appears to exist in an hermetically
sealed space — forgotten perhaps in rapidly modernising Singapore but still
alive and readily accessible to the individual through a process of soulsearching. The play does not question the political construction nor the
implication of tradition and the past. It does not even ask whose nor which
version of tradition is presented as a solution. In view of the fact that

Competing Subjectivities

21

government-inspired discussions of the function of tradition and 'Asian values'
were increasingly in the limelight in the early '80s, it is disturbing that the play
appears to echo these concerns unproblematically.
The Coffin's uncritical representation of tradition is both a reaction as well as
a response to the government's push for the recuperation of 'Asian values', but
it also bears the tension of a growing concern with the construction of the
subject within a repressive political culture. Rather than viewing tradition as an
end in itself, I want to supplement earlier readings of the play with the argument
that it is the tension and contradiction between competing discourses of
Confucianism and the ideology of pragmatism which problematises the notion
of subject-formation that makes the play so compelling and implicidy political.
In the '80s, the Singaporean government took a culturalist approach to
redress some of the more negative aspects of its push towards modernisation
and capitalist development. The ideology of pragmatism that characterised
governance in the '70s nurtured the idea of 'rugged individualism' which
encouraged competition and meritocracy. Individual initiative and selfdetermination were couched within the larger nation-building agenda with the
government functioning as the final arbiter of economic rationalism. This
position legitimised some of the more paternalistic tactics used by the
government to regulate society (on matters such as free speech, population
control and land management, for instance). By the '80s, the hnk between the
official promotion of rugged individualism and the general sense of alienation
and dissatisfaction among the young in particular, was attributed to the
influence of Western culture rather than a consideration of the structural effect
of existing government pohcies. A distinction was made between the rugged
individualism promoted in the '70s under the broad banner of national economic
growth and the 'excessive individualism' of the '80s which centred on
individual rather than collective needs.
It is interesting to note that Singaporeans were encouraged to view this threat
as a 'virus' deriving from external sources rather than arising from within
individual subjects. Desirable cultural qualities were presented as something
that already existed within local bodies, as the naturalised receptacles of 'Asian'
culture, whilst the threat of impurity was perceived as emanating from without.
The notion of an already hybridised Singaporean subjectivity which included
both Eastern and Western influences, and which has been historically
synthesised to address local specificities, was never given sufficient attention by
the authorities. The notion of an Asian culture in need of preservation from the
corruption of Western influences was widely promoted through government
agencies such as the media. George Yeo articulated a sentiment shared by many
others within the political elite when he identified the decline of Western society
as the result of individualism.
Since the 1960s, many western societies have gone downhill. Budget deficits have
become uncontrollable. The rule of law has been taken to extremes so that to protect
one innocent man, the system is prepared to let 99 guilty men go free. As a result,
crime is rampant. By raising the individual far above society, western culture has lost
its moral tone. There is a lack of leadership because political leaders are viewed with
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low esteem.... All this has strengthened our conviction that we must find our own
solution to our problems and cannot accept western models as ultimate or ideal. '

The speech is interesting for a number of reasons. Firstly, it identifies the
issue of political and economic management in terms of culture thereby
appealing to the prevailing postcolonial awareness of the readers, many of
whom feel strongly about Western cultural imperialism. Secondly, despite the
argument being couched in terms of cultural difference, the focus remains on
economic rationalism. The budgets of the said Western economies are
uncontrollable and there is social unrest because of cultural decay. The converse
should hold that if cultural values were intact, the economy and social harmony
would be reinstated. This simplistic culturalist approach to fundamental political
and economic issues which ignores the role of international market forces
provides a populist rationale for legitimising the push for the promotion of
"Asian values". The linking of economic advantages with cultural values is a
deliberate one. calculated to strike at the core of a population which has been
encouraged to believe in the fragilit}' of the cit}'-state. Hence the ideology of
pragmatism based on economic rationalism and the push towards Asian, and
specifically Confucian, values are presented as compatible nation-building
discourses. Both sene to maintain and consolidate the existing image of a
successful nation under the benevolent guidance of its present leaders.
This politically motivated invention of tradition to contain political unrest is
clearly capitalising on the discourse of postcolonialism. Although the intention
of the introduction of Confucianism into the socio-culmral arena was the
amelioration of individualistic tendencies associated with Western capitalism, it
may have instead resulted in the potential for conflict, uncertainty and confusion
as Singaporeans negotiated between two sets of apparently compatible values
which were supposed to promote further nation-building as well as personal
development. This confusion of allegiances and subject positions is clearly
demonstrated in The Coffin is Too Big for the Hole.
The grandson in the play is caught beuveen filial piety and his obligation to
the state. This is made clear in the play when the grandson is at his wit's end
battlins \\ith the manager at the cemeteiyi
And I began to sweat.... But somehow, at this my moment of crisis, the sight of
grandfather's big coffin became a source of strength and inspiration. As I looked at
it I felt as if the coffm was speaking to me. persuading me not to give up. Not to give
up this big. grand old thing, (p. 38)

But the pull of tradition comes up against the disciplinaiy presence of the
officer-in-charge at the department. The officer refuses to grant a double plot on
the basis of state regulated economic pragmatism.
No. no. no! That will be running against our national planning. You are well aware of
the fact that we are a densely populated nation with veiy hmited land resources. The
consideration for humanity and sympathy cannot over-step the constraint of the state
pohcy! (p. 42)
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Here, in a nutshell, is the basic conflict of the play. The play sets up a stateendorsed notion of filial piety against its mirror image in Confucianist thought
— the authority of the state. The grandson's dilemma appears unresolvable. His
initial resignation to the logic and immutability of the ideology of pragmatism is
indicative of his position as subject of the dominant order:
Well, I can't say anything against that. 'But what about my grandfather?' I thought to
myself. 'Constraint or not, the old man's big coffm still has to have a hole big
enough to go into, hasn't he?' (p. 42)

The text foregrounds the incompatibility of two sets of values which are
normally promoted as complementary discourses in the interest of both
collective and individual welfare. The family is the primary unit of political and
moral organisation in Confucianist thought. The grandson is obviously an active
participant of the traditional patrilineal structure. At the start of the play, he
refers to the break up of the extended family structure and explains that his
immediate family is the only remaining one in the ancestral home. The death of
the grandfather has placed him as the head of the family. This role dictates that
he is obligated to fulfil the last wishes of his grandfather and respect the rituals
and tradition for which he is now a figurehead. His compulsion to bury his
grandfather according to the latter's wishes is not, however, solely motivated by
filial piety. In contrast to earlier readings of the play, I want to argue that rather
than reaching an understanding of his own mortality or humanity, the grandson
is greatly troubled by his status in the family structure. Whilst he manages, at
the end, to procure a special grave for his grandfather, the grandson will have to
accept an alternative fate:
So, under the circumstances, to be pragmatic, it seems that I have to get a standard
size one. But then, whenever I get to the cemetery and see those graves — those rows
after rows of standard size graves, I cannot resist thinking about the other problem,
and this is what really bothers me a lot: 'Now with all of them in the same size and
the same shape, would my sons and daughters, and my grandsons and
granddaughters after them, be able to find me out and recognise me?' I don't know
... I just don't know.... (p. 46)

The play ends on this poignant note; it is this preoccupation which appears
to be the underlying concern and conflict in the play. Hence, the text is less
concerned with maintaining individualism in terms of celebrating the Self
against the dominant order, than with celebrating and identifying the individual
within the family structure which would normally parallel and complement the
governing order. Rather than an attempt at opposing these power discourses, the
grandson's fear of not being recognised by his descendants suggests the extent
to which he is complicit in maintaining the existing structures of patriarchy and
paternalistic regulation.
The issue, then, is to focus on the ambivalence of these sets of apparently
complementary and yet conflicting discourses, and the effect this has on the
protagonist. Having looked at the discourse of Confucianism, it is now time to
explore the competing ideology of state regulation. The grandson's
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identification as a citizen beholden to the state is also strongly articulated in the
play: he is careful to address the officer in an appropriate manner and he
demonstrates an acute awareness of his subordinate position w ithin civil societ}".
He understands the need to be pragmatic about the use of scarce resources and
respects üie authorit} vested in rules and regulation. The play also foregrounds
the ways in which hegemonic relations are maintained by both coercive and
consensual means. In the first instance, there are state mechanisms such as "the
department" which regulate individual actions and which have the power to
undertake disciplinar}- actions for non-compliance. The grandson is conscious
that he has crossed the line of permissible action when he rails against an
inhumane bureaucracy. His jubilant response to his own actions is both a
critique of. as well as a capimlation to. the repressive political milieu. This
opposition is emphasised as a shared experience with the audience during the
performance:
.Aiyow ! I don't know how I got the compulsion to say all that. But I really did. I
really was brave! I was really excited but I also got a bit worried afterwards. I'm sure
you

what I mean. That kind of straight talk could very well get you into trouble.

(p. 44. emphasis mine)
This self-consciousness and fear of reprisal, of always being watched and
evaluated within a system of normalisation."^ also functions in consensual ways.
The uniqueness of the coffin drew many people to the cemeter}- and many of
them had cameras, so on a number of levels, the grandson was an object of
spectacle. But this surveillance does not only happen at the interpersonal level:
political repression functions at its optimum when the individual becomes
his/her own policing agent. The disciplinar}" methods are internalised by the
individual so that he/she practices self-surveülance and self-censorship on an
involuntar}' basis. This motif of constantly being watched and therefore being
on guard is foregrounded repeatedly in the play when the grandson says: T had
a feeling that we were being watched. I don't know why. but looking back. I
still feel that way. Being watched" (p. 33).
WTiat is left unsaid is often more important than what is articulated. The
previous discussion of the conditions of texmal production begs the question as
to what prompted the monologue. One could argue that the monologue
functions as a confessional text which is symptomatic of the larger discourses of
regulation and control that is exercised on the individual as subject to the
dominant order. Foucault" s smdy of the regulation of sexualit}- through
instimtions of knowledge demonstrates the ways in which the confession, as a
political procedure, encourages the subject to produce a discourse of "truth"
about his/herself. The articulation of this "truth" further implicates the subject
within the existing strucmres of power. "The truthful confession was inscribed at
the heart of the procedures of individualisation by p o w e r " T h e grandson's
monologue could be read as a reaction to the repression of an aiLxiet}' about
subject positioning in the cotirse of grappling with the demands of competing
power discourses. His confession, which is superficially a "spontaneous'
narrative of his experience, can also be seen as a manufacmred response within
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a system of power which demands absolute compliance and performance of
specific roles. The narrative depicts a situation in which the grandson's loyalty
is tested as he is forced to choose between competing roles. Seen in this hght,
the monologue is not only a pubhc acknowledgment of a political dilenmia, it is
also an admittance that he has (unwittingly) crossed the boundaries permitted by
the dominant order. The fact that it is a 'Catch-22' situation and that he would
be accused of disobeying regulations either way, merely points to the extent to
which hegemonic discourses are naturaUsed and internalised by the subject and
his 'soul'. I use the term 'soul' to mean what Foucault refers to as 'the present
correlative of a certain technology of power over the body'. Unlike the soul
represented in Christian theology which is bom of original sin, the Foucauldian
soul is a socially constructed entity bom
out of methods of punishment, supervision and constraint... it is the element in which
are articulated the ejfects of a certain type of power and the reference of a certain
type of knowledge, the machinery by which the power relations give rise to a possible
corpus of knowledges, and knowledges extends and reinforces the effects of this
powerf

It could therefore be argued that the grandson's monologue is performative
beyond the obvious theatrical frame for it is also a manufactured response to a
regime which produces specific forms and demonstrations of subservience that
reinforce the existing power relations. The monologue not only reveals the
protagonist's anxiety about challenging regulations but paradoxically, also
signals the extent to which he is aware that he must atone for this abnormal
behaviour. This situation leads to the further entrenchment of his position as a
subject within the regime.
The surveillance discourse is also foregrounded by the dream motif The
grandson's narrative is framed within a dream which recurs at moments of
emotional anxiety and stress. The monologue begins with the claim: 'I don't
know why, but it keeps coming back to me. This dream. Every time I get
fmstrated, it comes back to me' (p. 32). At the end of the narrative, he reiterates
a similar statement as he grapples to understand the recurring presence of the
dream and its significance: 'As for me, the funeral somehow smck in my mind
and it would often come back to me. In a dream. Especially when I'm
frustrated' (p. 46).
The discourse of surveillance and self-regulation is therefore extended to a
subliminal level whereupon the narrator is simultaneously involved but also
distanced from his actions. He watches his own figure in the dream/play. The
fact that the dream recurs at moments of fmstration and uncertainty suggests
that the anxieties which are usually repressed by consciousness re-surface
through the unconscious. The dream motif can therefore be read as the slippage
between conflicting hegemonic discourses in the social milieu. The dream is the
symbolic displacement of anxieties about the Self in relation to political and
social forces that inform material existence. In Freudian terminology, the dream
works through the forms of condensation (the condensation of the experience of
political oppression into the regulation of land by an anonymous centrahsing
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force); symbolisation (the emblematic trope of coffins containing the contagious
rottenness of dead and non-productive bodies and the holes which are
designated for them in public space); and displacement (the transference of
anxiety about his subjectivity onto the dilemma of fulfilling the patriarch's final
wishes). The fact that the dream occurs at moments of anxiety and emotional
stress not only suggests the protagonist's repression of the 'sin' of noncompliance and uncertainty about his identity, but also demonstrates the extent
to which his 'soul' bears the effects of the disciplinary regime to the point where
he is unconscious of the means by which it regulates both his conscious and
unconscious actions. Thus he is aware neither of the true cause of his dream nor
the source of his unease. Rather, these anxieties are manifest symbohcally, in
the form of the dream/play/confession.
If the subject is constructed through the network of knowledges and power
effects which act upon the individual as the embodied effects of the will to
power, then the ideology of Confucianism produces a particular subjectivity
which may, or may not, conflict with other dominant discourse-effects.
Confucianist thought establishes a mirror relationship between the ruler and the
subject, and between the patriarch and his family. The Singaporean
government's sustained push to promote both Confucianism and pragmatism as
economically compatible nation-building strategies suggests that this is usually
a successful combination. The Cojfin however, presents a situation where the
interests of the two discourses collide, and the individual's usual state of
equilibrium is fractured and experienced as a split subjectivity.
Singapore and Singaporeans are displaced in many ways. Historically, the
island has been transformed from a village milieu to that of a colony, and from
that to a post-industrial capitalist state, with attendant shifts in economic,
political and cultural conditions. Singaporeans are mainly of migrant stock,
performing cultural practices from source cultures which most people have
never experienced first hand. More importantly, the cultures of Singaporeans
have fused with other local as well as Western forms. This problematises the
notion of a 'pure' culmral experience; all Singaporean cultures are to some
extent displaced and hybridised. This is a source of continual anxiety
particularly in lieu of the government's push to preserve a mono-ethnic model
of multiculturalism. The rapid changes in Singaporean society in the past three
decades have heightened this sense of displacement which appears endemic to
many migrant and postcolonial societies. This anxiety is also expressed through
the motif of the dream, and the figurative disjunction between the coffin and its
hole. In the light of Singapore's history of colonialism and diaspora, the
significance of a final resting place for the body — the traditional receptacle of
subjectivity — becomes overwhelming. The desire for an appropriate grave to
house the body and its coffin is much more than an idiosyncratic whim; it
articulates a desire to posses a final site which symbolises the integration of Self
with the land and/or the communal body.
The desire for the containment of the body and the rituals that go with a
traditional Chinese burial can also be read as the displacement of the desire to
maintain the myth of an integrated, unified and fixed subjectivity in the face of a
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contradictory and fluid external reality which demands the negotiation of
various subject positions. Confucianism views the (live) body as the receptacle
of a renewable tradition and knowledge and demands the repetition of a range of
rituals and cultural observances such as tea-services and the visiting of ancestral
graves during Qing Ming to keep the family tradition and political order alive.
This reminds the individuals of roles and responsibilities to the family unit and
the corresponding governmental structures. The family unit, in this respect, is a
body of culture and power relations which must be guarded and perpetuated
through repeated embodied actions to fight against both external forces and
mortality itself.
The grandfather's wish to be housed in an ornate and large coffin is an
attempt to mark his particular importance in the family line; this wish must be
followed to augur the family's continuity and prosperity. The grandson's
singular act of courage to fulfil this wish has put a stop to the possibility of any
further burial rites of this sort, thus placing his name and status, and the family
lineage in jeopardy. Thus, whilst the grandfather is finally granted an
appropriate resting place and the grandson's struggle (as represented by the act
of burial itself) suggests a form of closure, it is the excess of effects which
cannot ultimately be controlled. This excess is inscribed onto the body of the
protagonist and although he has tried to 'bury' his anxieties which include a fear
of the future and the consequences of his actions, it continues to resurface in his
weaker unconscious moments when he is less able to rationalise and naturalise
these worries.
The dominance of the surveillance motif and the concern with the
construction of subjectivity in The Coffin is further accentuated when the
playwright's own experience of imprisonment is taken into account. The play
dramatises an awareness of being observed and regulated. More specifically, the
grandson views his actions and condition purely in terms of solitude and
alienation. The caretaker and officer serve as obstacles and functions of
authority. Other characters such as the grandson's wife and children remain in
the background; their vague presence reinforces the picture of the lone
individual struggling against dominating forces. The play foregrounds the
effects of the panoptic scheme which both isolates and individualises the subject
in relation to the perceived source/s of power. This serves to neutralise any
possibility of political sohdarity.
Foucault uses the panoptic model and the concept of a disciplinary regime as
a generalised scheme to illustrate how power is exerted over the subject within
the system. Power relations are presented in optimum form and abstracted from
any notion of resistance or contradiction. It assumes that the power acting on the
body and 'soul' of the subject is perceived unproblematically in a dispersed yet
homogeneously experienced network of forces (ie. power impinges from
everywhere and nowhere). The Coffin focuses on competing discourses of
power (both of which are promoted by the dominant order) and, in doing so,
deconstructs this generalised scheme of power. The play challenges the notion
that disciplinary societies produce docile subjects who function as automatons
of power. The grandson is highly conscious of the contradictory nature of his

28

Jacqueline Lo

situation, and while he ultimately remains a docile subject, his experience draws
attention to the levels and multiplicity of hegemonic discourses which function
(and often compete with each other) in a 'real' and materialist environment.
The play as performance further problematises the panopticon discourse
which situates the subject purely in the role of an object of knowledge and
control. The play foregrounds various relationships of looking which disrupt the
simplistic dichotomy between the object of the gaze and the viewing, nonverifiable sources of power. There is a complex relay of looks which operates in
the theatre, and within the grandson's motif of the dream. The protagonist sees
the event; he sees himself seeing the event; he sees his dream-self returning the
gaze of his other multiple selves; he sees himself seeing others (the audience
and other characters in the play) who are seeing the event and who see
themselves seeing the event (and his role/s in it). It is this relay of looks and the
constant negotiation of multiple roles and time/space variables which offer the
possibility of subverting and deconstructing an otherwise closed system of
power, and the subjected position of the protagonist within it. In the
Theatre Works (1990) production of the play on the island-state, the actorprotagonist physically confronted members of the audience, a strategy which,
according to one reviewer, greatly unnerved the audience who 'tried to squirm
out of eye-contact' J Spotlights and the occasional use of full houselights in the
theatre served to enhance these moments of physical, emotional and specular
confrontation when the protagonist is clearly in control of the situation rather
than the mere object of surveillance. Thus, The Coffin as a performative text
offers a more specific instance of the contradictory nature of power relations.
This reading supplements some of Foucault's theories but also offers a material
demonstration of the weaknesses of generalised conceptions of power. Most
important of all, the play demonstrates the possibility of subversive counterpoints within the hegemonic system and offers tactical manoeuvres to achieve it.
When the grandson is pushed to a breaking point in his battle with
bureaucracy, his understanding of the situation crystallises,
You know, this is my grandfather getting buried. It is not the bottling of soya sauce;
it is not the canning of pineapple cubes; it is not the laying of bricks for your HDB
flats and it is not the drawing of rectangles for your parking lots. (p. 43)

In this rare moment of unguardedness and rising passion, the grandson confronts
the limits of economic rationalism and its disciplinary strategies. The competing
discourses of economic rationalism and Confucianism result in a moment of
displacement and anxiety over the 'correct' form of action expected of the
subject. The Coffin shows that the disciplinary strategies legitimised by the
ideology of pragmatism encompass all aspects of the social body — dead and
alive. They do this by means of categorisation, distribution and regulation
(democracy parodied in the 'one man, one grave, one plot' dictum!). The aim of
a disciplinary regime is to control heterogeneity as this destabilises the existing
power relations. By foregrounding the competing subject positions within the
power structures, The Coffin succeeds in disrupting the homogenising effects of
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power. It isolates competing discourses and draws attention to the gaps in
subject construction which can be used as potential sites for subversion.
This destabilising of power relations and subject positioning exposes the
politically-motivated image of Singapore as a stable and orderly state where all
parts of the social body consent to function in accordance with the dictates of
the political hierarchy. According to this schema, the dead body is noneconomically viable and should therefore be disposed of in the most costefficient manner (ie. least resource intensive). The dead body and the burial
procedures are practices which isolate, sanitise and banish the Other from the
social body so as not to disrupt its economic health and productivity. In this
light, the suggestions of 'normalising' the burial of the overly-large coffin can
be read as an attempt to contain any differences which might threaten the
regulating strategies of the regime. As the voice of bureaucracy says, 'there is
no room for exceptions' for either the dead or the hving (p. 38). Exceptions are
only tolerated when economic mileage can be made of an apparently
dysfunctional situation, such as the placing of the unique coffin in the National
Museum! In this way, the system is able to co-opt and contain differences
within the existing power relations without any structural changes to the
political matrix. The 'feral' coffin/corpse is sanitised, neutralised and represented as an icon of 'traditional' culture in contrast to its present status as a
subversive counter-point to an oppressive materialistic culture.
Space in this sense can be read as more than just physical land. It represents
emotional, cultural and political options which are curtailed by the existing
regime. The desire for space is also the displacement of an anxiety about the
need to negotiate between alternative practices and multiple subject positions
within the prescribed power relations. The image of a rotting body needing to be
housed in an irregular manner is therefore, also, an allegory of the desire of
hving bodies to be allocated alternative spaces to manoeuvre. Thus, it may be at
this level of the symbohc — at the articulation of both the fear and the desire to
contain the feral potential of the grandfather and his coffin — which exemplifies
the the oppositional subtext of the play and its challenge to the discourse of
economic rationalism and regulation.
The Coffin deconstructs the idea of the docile subject by foregrounding the
grandson's conflicting allegiances. The play disrupts the process by which
subjectivity, as an unproblematic and stable construct, is manufactured and
naturalised by foregrounding the gaps and negotiations that are necessarily
implicated in the process of maintaining this myth. Whilst Foucault's work on
the panopticon foregrounds the manufacmre of docile subjectivities, this
analysis shows the levels of conflict, multiplicity and ambivalence which
operate on a daily basis within such a regime. Foucault proposes that power is
experienced individually from a non-verifiable source (the panoptic inmate is
never able to ascertain who is doing the watching, nor when); this analysis
demonstrates how the effects of power can be contradictory and diffuse, leading
to a situation of split subjectivity. It is this level of contradiction and
competition between differing state-endorsed discourses of pragmatism and
Confucianism which fractures the monohthic schema of power relations, and
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w h i c h reveals the gaps that individuals h a v e to negotiate, both consciously and
unconsciously, to survive the system. In doing so, the play s h o w s the internal or
subliminal w a y s in w h i c h p o w e r is exercised on the subject, and f o r e g r o u n d s the
limits of its effectivity and authority.
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